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Watch this space: 'HVLJQLQJIRUFKLOGUHQ¶VSOD\LQSXEOLFRSHQVSDFHV 
 
Abstract 
7KLVSDSHULQWURGXFHVUHDGHUVWRRQHVSHFLILFDVSHFWRIFKLOGUHQ¶VHQYLURQPHQWVLQXUEDQ
areas which is important in contemporary society: play in public open spaces.  The focus is 
on the provision of spaces for play for children aged between about 4 ± 11 years old and 
PDNHVVRPHUHIHUHQFHWRWKH86$EXWKDVDVSHFLILFIRFXVRQ(QJODQG&KLOGUHQ¶VSOD\LV
important for their development and for society as a whole and the paper includes a short 
introduction to this, drawing upon literature from a range of disciplines.  The paper then 
moves on to discuss aspects of the history of playgrounds during the 19th and 20th 
centuries, both in America and England.  The paper continues to draw upon a range of 
literature while discussing play in public open spaces with respect to play value and need; 
design concepts and themes and design elements.  The paper concludes by contemplating 
whether the design of play in public open spaces will in the future draw more upon the 
information available in the academic literature, than has happened during the last forty 
years.  The paper is not intended to take the discussion about play into the realm of adult 
experiences, nor does it dwell on the different types of spaces within the external 
environment within which children play in for the latter can be found elsewhere (see 
Woolley, 2007) 
 
&KLOGUHQ¶V(QYLURQPHQWVDQG&KLOGUHQ¶V*HRJUDSKLHV 
During the last forty years there has been increased academic interest in the outdoor 
environments in which children spend their time.  Such interest has been underpinned by 
the seminal works The Child in the City (Ward, 1978), &KLOGUHQ¶V([SHULHQFHRI3ODFH (Hart, 
1979) and &KLOGKRRG¶V'RPDLQ (Moore, 1986), in the fields of geography and landscape 
architecture.  These works have SURYLGHGDQXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIZKDWDQGZKHUHFKLOGUHQµGR¶
WKLQJVLQH[WHUQDOHQYLURQPHQWVLQLWLDWHGWKHFRQFHSWRIWKHQHJRWLDWHGµKRPHUDQJH¶EHJDQ
to understand and articulate that sometimes there are gender differences in the way girls 
and boys experience the external environment and introduced a set of methods which are 
now widely accepted and used by social scientists.  Other work of this time included a study 
with children in Detroit and Toronto (Bunge, 1973) which identified ways in which children 
were oppressed by the built environment.  In addition the Growing Up in Cities (Lynch, 
1977) project initiated by the urban planner Kevin Lynch was groundbreaking for developing 
an understandinJRIFKLOGUHQ¶VOLYHVDQGRXWGRRUH[SHULHQFHVLQDYDULHW\RIFLWLHVLQ
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different parts of this world.  The successor Growing up in Cities project led by Louise 
Chawla (Chawla, 2002) in the 1990s was extended and included children in the cities of 
Buenos Aires in Argentina, Melbourne in Australia, Northampton in England, Bangalore in 
India, Trondheim in Norway, Warsaw in Poland, Johannesburg in South Africa and Oakland 
in California, USA. 
 
Subsequent to these early works others in the fields of geography, psychology, landscape 
architecture and other disciplines have extended understanding of the use that children 
make of outdoor spaces and some of the barriers and constraints children experience to the 
XVHRIWKRVHVSDFHV,QUHFHQW\HDUVWKHWHUPµFKLOGUHQ¶VJHRJUDSKLHV¶KDVEHHQFRLQHGE\
geographers but as McKendrick et al. (2000a) have pointed out these experiences of 
children in different environments are not just of interest to geographers, but are of inter-
disciplinary and international interest.  StuGLHVRIFKLOGUHQ¶VJHRJUDSKLHVKDYHUHYHDOHG
SDUHQWDOFRQFHUQVDERXWFKLOGUHQ¶VRXWGRRUSOD\9DOHQWLQH the extent to which 
young people use town centres (Woolley et al, 1999), the importance of a shopping mall to 
young people and adult attitudes to this (Matthews et al, 2000), the geography of exclusion 
and disenfranchisement which some rural children experience (Matthews et al, 2000) the 
use of recreational spaces in rural areas by girls (Tucker and Matthews, 2001) and 
skateboarders use of urban spaces (Woolley and Johns, 2001).  Others, such as Holloway 
DQG9DOHQWLQHDQG&KULVWHQVHQDQG2¶%ULHQKDYHEURXJKWWRJHWKHUFROOHFWLRQV
RIUHVHDUFKDERXWFKLOGUHQ¶VJHRJUDSKLHVVRPHRIZKLFKUHODWHWRWKHH[WHUQDOHQYLURQPHQW 
 
A common issue LQPDQ\RIWKHVHSLHFHVRIUHVHDUFKDERXWFKLOGUHQ¶VJHRJUDSKLHVLVWKH
control which adults have over the experiences of children and young people in the external 
environment.  This adult control has been increasingly revealed over a period of years, with 
adult constructs and fears resulting in restrictions in the extent to which children in western 
society are allowed to use public open spaces.  Nearly twenty years ago these adult fears 
were identified as both social and physical (Moore, 1989) or as social and neighbourhood 
fears (McNeish and Roberts, 1995).  Under the latter definition social fears include fear of 
strangers, drugs, bullying and dogs while neighbourhood fears are dominated by the fear of 
traffic, feeling unsafe and a lack of facilities foUFKLOGUHQ¶VSOD\H[SHULHQFHV0DQ\RIWKese 
social fears are far greater than the reality and have been identified as moral panics with 
fear of abduction and murder by strangers often being fuelled by the media (Valentine, 
1996).  This is compounded by tKHSRVVLELOLW\WKDWSDUHQWVXQGHUHVWLPDWHµWKHDELOLWLHVRI
7RFLWHWKLVDUWLFOHSOHDVHXVH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FKLOGUHQWRPDQDJHWKHLURZQSHUVRQDOVDIHW\¶9DOHQWLQH, p83).  Other factors which 
DSSHDUWREHLQIOXHQFLQJFKLOGUHQ¶VXVHRIRSHQVSDFHVDUHQRWRQO\WKHSUHSRQGHUDQFHRI
television and computer games but also an increase in the development and use of 
µFRPPHUFLDOSOD\JURXQGV¶0F.HQGULFNHWDOa) LQWKHIRUPRIµVWD\DQGSOD\¶FHQWUHV
child-oriented theme parks and pubs with annexes for soft play. 
 
The paper will now turn to a short discussion about play before moving onto the main focus 
of the paper which explores two further ways in which adults FRQWUROFKLOGUHQ¶VH[SHULHQFHV
of public open spaces.  These considerations will be the provision of playgrounds and the 
increasingly enclosed nature of them and the design of spaces for play in public open 
spaces. 
 
Children¶Vactivities in public open spaces: play ± definitions and benefits 
Although the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child defines children as 
being anyone under the age of 18 years old the main consideration of this paper will be 
those who are in the middle years, that is aged about 4 - 11.  Often when children are 
outside the confines of home and school and in public open spaces (for a discussion about 
public open spaces see Woolley 2003) they undertake a range of activities.  Much of this 
activity is described, by adults, as µplay¶DQG in recent years there has been an increasing 
dialogue about play, what it is, where it takes place and its different forms. 
 
Play has been defined in many ways by different people.  It has been described as µD
FRQWLQXDOO\FUHDWLYHSURFHVV¶$DURQ and WinawerµVFLHQWLILFUHVHDUFKFRQGXFWHGE\
FKLOGUHQ¶(LEO-(LEHVIHOGWµDQDSSURDFKWRDFWLRQQRWDIRUPRIDFWLYLW\¶0R\OHV
µLPLWDWLRQRIDGXOW¶VDFWLYLWLHVEULQJLQJFKLOGUHQFORVHUWRWKHDGXOWZRUOG¶1RVFKLV
DQGDVWKHµQDWXUHRIFKLOGKRRG¶3URXWDQG-DPHV$ZLGHO\DFFHSWHG
contemporary definition of play within the field of play workers in England LVWKDWµSOD\LV
freely chosen, personally directed, intrinsically motivated behaviour that actively engages 
WKHFKLOG¶13)$7KH'epartment for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) undertook 
a review to help direct how lottery money for play in England should be spent and defined 
SOD\DVµwhat children and young people do when they follow WKHLURZQLGHDVDQGLQWHUHVWV¶ 
(DCMS, 2003).  Although these definitions both clearly assert that play is an activity that is 
child-initiated the DCMS alsRVWDWHVWKDWµDGXOWVXSSRUWJXLGDQFHRUVXSHUYLVLRQPD\KHOS
WRDFKLHYHWKHPRVWVXFFHVVIXOSOD\SURYLVLRQ¶'&067KLVFDQOHDGWRDGHEDWH
7RFLWHWKLVDUWLFOHSOHDVHXVH:RROOH\+:DWFKWKLVVSDFH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about free play and directed play)UHHSOD\LVµWKHRSSRUWXQLW\WRH[SORUHDQGLQYHVWLJDWH
materials DQGVLWXDWLRQVIRURQHVHOI¶0R\OHVZKLOHGLUHFWHGSOD\LVZKHUHDQDGXOW
tells a child what to do, with the materials that are available.  Moyles suggets that there can 
EHDSOD\VSLUDOZKHUHIUHHSOD\H[SORUDWLRQFDQIHHGLQWRGLUHFWHGSOD\DQGµback into 
HQULFKHGIUHHSOD\¶DOORZLQJOHDUQLQJWRGUDZXSRQZLGHUH[SHULHQFHV 
 
In the same way that there has been a variety of definitions of what play is, there has also 
been a selection of typologies or categorisations of play.  Boundaries between different 
types of activities, play and who undertakes them have been discussed by Sutton-Smith 
(1997) who identifies a list of activities as play. These include mind or subjective play, 
solitary play, playful behaviours, informal social play, vicarious audience play, performance 
play, celebrations and festivals, contests (games and sports) and risky or deep play.  A 
general typology of FKLOGUHQ¶Vplay has been developed IURPSOD\ZRUNHUV¶H[SHULHQFHVDQG
perspectives (Hughes, 1996).  This typology has fifteen categories: symbolic play, rough 
and tumble play, socio-dramatic play, social play, creative play, communication play, 
dramatic play, deep play, exploratory play, fantasy play, imaginative play, locomotor play, 
mastery play, object play and role play (NPFA, 2000).  In the school setting three main 
forms of play have been identified: physical, intellectual and social/emotional.  These forms 
are identified as having subdivisions of gross motor, fine motor and psychomotor for 
physical play; linguistic, scientific, symbolic/mathematical and creative for intellectual play 
and therapeutic, linguistic, repetitious, empathic, self-concept and gaming as 
social/emotional play (Moyles, 1989).  More recently, a wider  range of play has been 
identified as taking place in primary school playgrounds and this has been categorised as 
play with high verbal content, play with high imaginative content, play with high physical 
content and less structured play including walking, talking, sitting and watching (Woolley et 
al, 2005). 
 
Despite persistent concerns about risk, danger and bullying, the benefits of play for children 
are well-documented and it is not the purpose of this paper to dwell on them except to say 
that play provides opportunities for the development of social skills, such as negotiation; 
language and comprehension; the promotion of physical activity, mobility and improved 
mental health; social and environmental learning; art and culture; and socialisation and 
citizenship (see e.g. Taylor, 1998; Rogers and Sawyers, 1988, Cole-Hamilton et al, 2002 
and Frost et al., 2004).  These benefits are acknowledged as being for both individuals and 
7RFLWHWKLVDUWLFOHSOHDVHXVH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society with some benefits being realised at the time of play and others at a later time.  
Conversely, the lack of play can have a negative impact on the development of a child and 
potentially provide social problems for communities (NPFA, 2000). 
 
Early playgrounds: enclosure of sSDFHVIRUFKLOGUHQ¶VSOD\ 
It has been suggested that four elements are required for the creation of a child¶VSOD\
environment: a place to play, a time to play, friends to play with and what the child actually 
does (Senda, 1992) and having introduced the latter of these four elements the paper turns 
to discuss some aspects of the element dHVFULEHGDVµDSODFHWRSOD\¶ 
 
7KHVHPLQDOZRUNRIWKH2SLHVZKRVWXGLHGFKLOGUHQ¶VJDPHVDQd play in different spaces, 
enabled them to conclude thatµZKHUHFKLOGUHQDUH, LVZKHUHWKH\SOD\¶2SLHDQG2SLH
1969,p10).  Since this work in the 1960s a variety of other research has identified that 
children play in a range of different spaces in the built environment, with some of these 
spaces not only providing social and physical opportunities but also challenges (see e.g. 
Ward, 1978; Hart, 1979; Moore, 1986; Cunningham and Jones, 1999; McKendrick, 2000b; 
&KULVWHQVHQDQG2¶%ULHQand Woolley, 2007).  Some of these spaces are designed 
IRUFKLOGUHQWRSOD\LQDQGDUHFDOOHGµSOD\JURXQGV¶ZKLOHRWKHUVDUHQRWVSHFLILFDOO\GHVLJQHG
for children to play in, but are spaces in which children see the possibLOLW\RUµDIIRUGDQFH¶
(Gibson, 1979) for play. 
 
The introduction and development of playgrounds in the Western world was initiated in the 
19th century.  In America in 1821 µRXWGRRUJ\PQDVLD¶ were introduced consisting, in the 
main, of indoor gymnastic apparatus placed in the outdoor environment (Frost, 2006).  This 
was followed by the development of individual pieces of apparatus or what is now called 
fixed play equipment (Frost, 1992).  In the early 20th century the New York City Board of 
Education developed a system of summer playgrounds and vacation schools with the main 
purpose of providing recreation and physical exercise for children.  Then the Playground 
Association of America sought to introduce playgrounds across the whole of America 
(Gagen, 2004).  This was accompanied by an increasing move at the end of the 19th 
century towards the allocation of land for specific use, GHVFULEHGDVWKHµHUDRI
VSHFLDOLVDWLRQ¶RIODQGXVH$DURQDQG:LQDZHU  The desire to physically contain 
children in specific spaces, getting them off the street and DZD\IURPµEDGLQIOXHQFHV¶ZDV a 
result of social and moral reformers (Hart, 2002).  However Hart reports that in this reform 
7RFLWHWKLVDUWLFOHSOHDVHXVH:RROOH\+:DWFKWKLVVSDFH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period only 20% of the target age children in the lower east side of Manhattan ever used 
playgrounds, preferring the spaces of the street where they might be closer to social 
networks of friends, family and neighbours.  The importance of these social networks and 
the freedom to develop them in the local neighbourhood were clearly understood by the 
planner Jane Jacobs (1961). 
 
The Recreation Grounds Act of 1859 was the first piece of English legislation to mention 
children and play and it recommended that identifiable areas should be set aside in urban 
areas for such DFWLYLWLHV)ROORZLQJWKLVDFWWKHILUVWµSOD\JURXQG¶FDPHLQWREHLQJLQ(QJODQG
in 1877 with the opening of the Burberry Street Recreation Ground in Birmingham 
(Heseltine and Holborn, 1987).  In locations such as London, Guilds of Play organised 
games in city parks, while in Manchester voluntary groups organised recreation grounds, 
which were later adopted by the Parks Committee of the local authority.  Between the two 
ZRUOGZDUVWKHQXPEHURIFKLOGUHQ¶VSOD\JURXQGVLQ(QJODQGLQFUHDVHGLQSDUNVDQG
recreation grounds.  The character of such playgrounds varied.  Some London parks had 
large areas of sand for children to enjoy, an example of which can be seen in Heseltine and 
Holborn (1987, Fig 143, page 135).  Local authorities and voluntary organisations were able 
to provide playgrounds and playing fields as a result of the early efforts of the National 
Playing Fields Association and as an outcome of the Physical Training and Recreation Act 
of 1937 (Heseltine and Holborn, 1987).  Play streets were facilitated by the introduction of 
the Street Playgrounds Act of 1938.  After World War ll the spaces which children could 
play on became fewer as bombed sites were redeveloped and vehicular traffic increased on 
the streets (Miller, 1972; Bengstsson, 1974).  Since World War ll many playgrounds have 
been created in parks, recreation grounds, housing areas and open spaces. 
 
The advent of adventure playgrounds in England was inspired by the Emdrup playground in 
Denmark.  The Emdrup waste material playground was opened in 1943, during the German 
occupation, in a new housing estate outside Copenhagen and with a leader who was an ex-
seaman who had trained as a nursery teacher (Lady Allen of Hurtwood, 1968).  Most of the 
adventure playgrounds of England were initiated and run by local parents and people from 
the neighbourhood within which the playground was situated.  The physical nature of 
adventure playgrounds, with malleable materials which children could handle in their own 
way was complemented with the social structure of a leader and a supporting committee.  
Successful adventure playgrounds had understanding leaders and supporting committees 
7RFLWHWKLVDUWLFOHSOHDVHXVH:RROOH\+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who could find the right balance of supporting the leader without directing them too 
specifically.  Some adventure playgrounds still exist in England, although the numbers are 
lower than at the height of their popularity.  London Play (website) state that more than 80 
Adventure Playgrounds currently exist in London. 
 
,QWKHILUVWµSOD\SDUN¶ZDVRSHQHGLQ(QJODQGLQDSXEOLFSDrk in London by the 
/RQGRQ&RXQW\&RXQFLO¶V3DUNV'HSDUWPHQWIROORZLQJRQIURPDQGLQVSLUHGE\WKHVXFFHVV
of such spaces in Stockholm.  Play parks were divided into smaller spaces, with low 
wooden fences and thus provided areas for different activities such as drawing and table 
games such as chess and draughts.  An adventure area provided opportunities for building, 
VZLQJLQJIURPWUHHVDQGµURXJK¶DFWLYLWLHVZKLOHDWKLUGDUHDSURYLGHGVSDFHIRUWHDPJDPHV
and sports and a fourth space for smaller children to enjoy themselves (Lady Allen of 
Hurtwood, 1968).  Over time these play parks, which had play leaders, became similar in 
nature to adventure playgrounds. 
 
PlaygroundsFRQWHPSRUDU\VSDFHVIRUFKLOGUHQ¶VSOD\ in England 
Over thirty years ago playgrounds were described as consisting of heavy fixed equipment, 
tarmac surfacing and an occasional sandpit (Holme and Massie, 1970), while twenty years 
DJRWKH\ZHUHGHVFULEHGLQ$PHULFDDVFRQWDLQLQJµYDVWH[SDQVHVRIKRWKDUGDVSKDOW 
(and) poorly maintained old metal equipment . . .¶0RRUH989).  There has also been a 
discussion about the nature of spaces for play, not from a design point of view as Hart and 
Moore have done, but from a societal viewpoint, during the last ten years in various 
countries.  Thus Mckendrick (1999) has questioned the fact that within society there is an 
attitude that children should play in playgrounds and not elsewhere.  He also states that 
adults have provided µVWDQGDUGL]HGSOD\VFDSHVLQVLPLODUVHWWLQJV¶ and that this has been 
without the involvement of children and an expression of the wider culture of childhood 
current in some countries (McKendrick, 1999).  This attitude towards FKLOGUHQ¶VXVHRI
public open spaces is considered to be, in part, enforced by planners and built environment 
GHVLJQHUVZKRLWLVSHUFHLYHGEHOLHYHWKDWDOORIFKLOGUHQ¶VµHQYLURQPHQWDOQHHGVFDQEH
DFFRPPRGDWHGLQWKHSOD\JURXQG¶&XQQLQJKDPDQG-RQHV  Others have described 
playgrounds as being SODFHVWKDWµRIIHUVWDQGDUGL]HGFRQWUROOHGDQGuniform spaces, 
governed by regulations, monitored by adult eyes and cameras, where children can play 
DQGEHVDIH¶0D[H\ 
 
7RFLWHWKLVDUWLFOHSOHDVHXVH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In America playgrounds were considered to be at a crossroads some twenty years ago 
(Moore, 1989).  At this time Moore considered that playgrounds in public open spaces 
PLJKWJRLQRQHRIWZRGLIIHUHQWGLUHFWLRQV2QHRIWKHVHGLUHFWLRQVZDVµDQHJDWLYHSDWK
WRZDUGDQLQFUHDVLQJO\FRQVHUYDWLYHKLJKO\SUHVFULSWLYHYLHZRIFKLOGUHQ¶VSOD\UHLQIRUFHG
by tendencies already abroad LQRXUVRFLHW\¶7KHRWKHUGLUHFWLRQZDVWRZDUGVSOD\JURXQGV
ZKLFKµVHUYHDQLPSRUWDQWVRFLDOFXOWXUDODQGHGXFDWLRQDOUROHIRUFKLOGUHQ¶FRQVLGHUHGWR
be especially important for children in (dense) urban areas where opportunities for playing 
in non specific play spaces are likely to be limited.  Interestingly in 2002 playgrounds in 
1HZ<RUNZHUHVWLOOFRQVLGHUHGWRµIDLOWRVDWLVI\WKHFRPSOH[LW\RIFKLOGUHQ¶VGHYHORSPHQWDO
QHHGV¶+DUW 
 
These adult controls of spaces specifically designed for children ± playgrounds -are 
underpinned by a particular attitude to childhood.  This has resulted in playgrounds which 
for many years, across the breadth of England are of the same character wherever one is in 
the country.  These spaces, in the main, consist of a selection of play equipment, a flat 
surface increasingly covered in expensive rubber µVDIHUVXUIDFLQJ¶DQGenclosed by fencing 
allegedly to keep dogs out ± but increasingly to keep children in.  These spaces can be 
WHUPHGµ.)&¶SOD\JURXQGVFRPSrising of a Kit of play equipment, being enclosed by Fence 
DQG&DUSHWHGLQUXEEHUVXUIDFLQJµ.LW)HQFHDQG&DUSHW¶SOD\JURXQGV  A typical example 
is shown in figure 1.  In many instances playgrounds across the country have been built in 
this way, having the same treatment and with no consideration for real landscape design or 
local character.  However, despite the poor design of such spaces Moore (1989) has stated 
that such playgrounds in America were popular, particularly in urban areas because of the 
restricted opportunities for play in the external environment.  More recent research in 
England confirmed that such spaces are often frequently used by children, although they 
too would like more interesting things to play on (Dunnett et al, 2002). 
 
So why have playgrounds, in the main, not changed very much in their design and 
character?  ([SHULHQFHRIWKHDXWKRU¶VLQGXVWULDOSDUWQHULQD.QRZOHGJH7UDQVIHU
Partnership has revealed that there is a range of issues from practice which are 
constraining the design of play spaces.  These issues include concerns about maintaining 
differently designed spaces; limitations of capital and, especially, revenue funding; attitudes 
of parents, insurance companies and providers and sometimes politicians; and vandalism ± 
or fear of vandalism.  There is little research currently supporting this knowledge from 
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practice.  One area which is supported in this way is that of the interpretation of relevant 
European Standards, other standards and legislation (Frost, 2005), while another is that of 
fear.  These fears, underpinned to a large extent by an increasingly risk averse society (Gill, 
2007) include parental fears about safety of children (McNeish and Roberts, 1995; Jutras, 
IHDURIOLWLJDWLRQIURPWKHSURYLGHU¶VSRLQWRI view (Moorcock, 1998), and fear of 
accidents and risk (Ball, 2004).  The latter is of concern because increasingly there are 
DVVHUWLRQVWKDWµULVN-taking is an essenWLDOIHDWXUHRISOD\SURYLVLRQ¶ (Play Safety Forum, 
DQGWKDWWKHUHLVDQHHGWRµPanage the balance between the need to offer risk and 
the need to keep children safe from harm, (NPFA, 2000) in play provision.  Yet practice 
does not, in general in England, seem to take this challenge of risk in play spaces on board 
(see e.g. NPFA, 2000; McKendrick et al, 2000). 
 
There have been other suggestions as to why the design of playgrounds has not changed 
much for so many years. It has been suggested that: there is little professional competence 
in the design of play areas; designing for children has little prestige; society does not 
prioritise good quality space for children as a public service; children have no political 
power; adults are too busy dealing with their own needs (Hendricks, 2002).  Another author 
has suggested that the design approach of somHSURYLGHUVµhas in turn largely been driven 
by the concerns of providers to minimise three elements: capital cost, the risk of liability and 
the costs oIRQJRLQJPDQDJHPHQWDQGPDLQWHQDQFH¶*LOO 
 
Public open spaces for play: play value and needs 
2YHUWKH\HDUVWKHUHKDYHEHHQVHYHUDODWWHPSWVWRLGHQWLI\FKLOGUHQ¶VQHHGV in external 
spaces and the value of playgrounds.  One attempt to define criteria for identifying the value 
of play experiences was produced by Hill (1980) who suggested that such a system should 
start by defining what type of an adult is required at the end of the childhood play 
experiences.  Hill suggested that, wherever one was in the world, a value system for play 
should include: 
x µSK\VLFDOILWQHVV 
x intelligence; 
x creativity and imagination; 
x emotional stability and initiative; 
x social assurance and co-operation; 
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x self confidence and competence; 
x individuality; 
x a sense of responsibility and integrity; 
x a non-sexist outlook; and 
x DVHQVHRIKXPRXU¶ (Hill, 1980) 
These criteria were developed from evidence gathered by a series of both researchers and 
SUDFWLWLRQHUVVRPHRIZKRPFRQWLQXHWREHLQYROYHGLQWKHILHOGRIFKLOGUHQ¶VH[WHUQDO
environments. 
 
Another checklist for assessing play value, identified that, µDSOD\DUHDVKRXOG cater for: 
x space for children to meet and socialise 
x opportunities for climbing and balancing 
x a chance for children to test themselves and each other 
x somewhere to explore and take risks 
x a place for solidarity 
x excitement, movement and colour 
x equipment or landscaping that permits fantasy or imaginative play 
x a space in which to be noisy, boisterous and energetic 
x items to play with, rather than on 
x different textures, materials heights, levels planes¶ 
(Coffin and Williams, 1989). 
 
Moore has suggested that five eOHPHQWVRIFKLOGUHQ¶VGHYHORSPHQWVKRXOGEHSURYLGHGIRU
and that a well-designed, well managed play environment should provide all children with 
the opportunities for: 
x fine and gross motor skill development; 
x decision making; 
x learning; 
x dramatic play; 
x social development. 
 
To accompany this Moore (Moore et al., 1992) suggested that playing should be fun. 
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Public open spaces for play: concepts and themes 
There is now a range of research and thinking which can be drawn upon in order to direct 
the approach which is taken to the design and implementation of public open spaces for 
play.  Some of this literature will now be referred to in order to provide an understanding as 
to why a different approach to the design of playgrounds, rather than the KFC approach, 
could provide better play opportunities than they do. 
 
Building upon years of research and experience, Moore et al. (1992) discuss a series of 
design criteria for play sites in the external environment.  The list of criteria is too long to 
fully discuss here but a number of issues will be highlighted.  Because Moore is a 
landscape architect the theory of what play opportunities should be provided is 
accompanied by suggestions as to how such opportunities can be provided in open spaces. 
 
Following a discussion about nine types of accessibility, whether this be for the children or 
the people who might need to maintain the space, Moore discusses the importance of 
SURYLGLQJRSSRUWXQLWLHVIRUµsafe challenge¶'UDZLQJXSRQvarious pieces of research he 
states that, µSOD\DUHDVVKRXOGSURYLGHKLJKO\FKDOOHQJLQJVHWWLQJVZLWKPDQ\GLIIHUHQW
events for the physical development of the upper body, balance and co-ordination without 
H[SRVLQJFKLOGUHQWRXQQHFHVVDU\KD]DUGV¶+HSURYLGHVH[DPSOHVRIKRZVXFKVDIH
challenges can be provided and these include turning bars, swinging ropes climbing 
surfaces, narrow rails, horizontal ladders and tunnels.  It is suggested that diversity and 
clarity are required in play settings iQRUGHUWRPHHWFKLOGUHQ¶VZLGH-ranging and ever 
changing needs in a manner that provides new experiences on different visits, while still 
providing comfort in the way that a µIDPLOLDUIULHQG¶ can.  Accompanying this diversity and 
clarity it is suggested that graduated challenges should be provided so that children of 
µGLIIHUHQWDJHVDELOLWLHVDQGGHYHORSPHQWVWDJHV¶FDQH[SHULPHQWZLWKULVNWDNLQJFlexibility 
of physical elements within the play space is also deemed to enhance the play experience 
for children and these elements might include all sorts of natural elements: sand, mud, 
water and sticks provide opportunities for manipulation of the elements; add-ons such as 
sheets which can become a tent or spaceship; buckets and pulleys; mobile equipment and 
modular systems which can be moved around.  Sensory experiences for sight, touch and 
smell are also considered, with reference to them providing cues in the space for children of 
all abilities.  The importance of opportunities for different social experiences is highlighted 
as requiring a variety of spaces from small spaces where one child can be solitary or be 
7RFLWHWKLVDUWLFOHSOHDVHXVH:RROOH\+:DWFKWKLVVSDFH'HVLJLQJIRUFKLOGUHQ¶VSOD\LQSXEOLFRSHQVSDFHV Geography 
Compass 2/2: 495-512. DOI: 10.1111/j.1749-8198.2008.00077.x 
Author: Helen Woolley, The Department of Landscape, The University of Sheffield. h.woolley@sheffield.ac.uk 12 
with a few others, to spaces that children can get into but adults cannot, spaces with child 
sized tables and chairs, to larger spaces for a group or a class to play or have lessons in.  
In addition this variety of spaces can be added to by the opportunity to experience different 
spatial settings of being open or enclosed, high or low, in light or in shade. 
 
A further series of criteria, based upon a range of research in this field have been 
developed by Hart (1993).  These outline the need to address: access and movement; 
opportunities for challenge and risk taking; minimal unexpected hazards; provision for a 
wide range of interests and abilities; a supply of moveable parts; provision for a variety of 
sensory experiences; clear divisions within a space; clear signage and easy to read signs; 
all of this underpinned with the space being attractive and secure for both children and 
adults. 
 
The need for more complex spaces for play has also been suggested by Stine (1997).  
Stine KDVLGHQWLILHGWKDWFKLOGUHQ¶VSOD\JURXQGVVKRXOGprovide for a series of dichotomous 
relationships including being accessible and inaccessible; active and passive; 
challenge/risk and repetition/security; hard and soft; natural and people built; open and 
closed; permanence and change; private and public; simple and complex. 
 
$QµDODFDUWH¶PHQXIRUWKHGHVLJQRISOD\JURXQGVGUDZLQJXSRQDYDULHW\RIUHVHDUFKDQG
literature has been brought together by Frost (Frost et al, 2004).  This menu includes a 
sense of place/uniqueness, gardening, natural areas, sand and water play, stimulus 
shelters, organised games, variety and complexity, enhanced movement, playgrounds 
layout, educational resources, surfacing and accessibility. 
 
Public open spaces for play: design elements 
From the research already referred to and other evidence it is possible to develop an 
understanding of the design elements which support play within public open spaces.  The 
paper will now briefly focus on some of these design elements, which have, in the main, 
been overlooked in the design of many English playgrounds while the KFC approach to 
playgrounds has dominated.  These design elements include contact with nature; landform; 
moving parts; play equipment; the elements of fire, earth, air and water, and elements 
outside the control of the designer- the weather.  A typical example of such a play space is 
shown in figure 2. 
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Contact with nature 
There is increasing HYLGHQFHWKDWFRQWDFWZLWKµQDWXUH¶LVQRWRQO\GHVLUDEOHbut may even be 
a human need (Kaplan, 1995) with a growing body of qualitative research revealing that this 
includes children as well as adults (Hart, 1979; Moore; 1986; Sobel; 1993; Bardill, 1997; 
7LWPDQ:HOOV$UDQJHRIUHVHDUFKZKLFKµKDs explored the possible impacts 
RIJUHHQVSDFHVRQKHDOWK\FKLOGGHYHORSPHQW¶7D\ORUDQG.XRKDVUHYHDOHGWKDW
play in green spaces can provide opportunities for the many benefits that play can offer.  
For thirty years such research has continued tRUHYHDOWKDWFRQWDFWZLWKµQDWXUH¶FDQKHOSWR
LPSURYHFKLOGUHQ¶VVHOIHVWHHP.DSODQ.DSODQVHOI-confidence (Kaplan and 
Talbot, 1983), concentration (Grahn et al., 1997) and help reduce Attention Deficit Disorder 
(Taylor et al 2001). 
 
Landform 
Changes in landform provide FKLOGUHQZLWKRSSRUWXQLWLHVIRUµFlimbing, clambering and 
VOLGLQJ««PRXQGVPDNHJRRGZLQGVKLHOGVDQGEDUULHUVVHUYHDVEDQNVIRUUROOLQJGRZQ
DQG«FDQEHVOLGGRZQDQGFOLPEHGXS¶/DG\$OOHQRI+XUWZRRGDOORIZKich 
SURYLGHPDQ\EHQHILWVIRUFKLOGUHQ¶VGHYHORSPHQW  The use of landform can feed in to a 
variety of design opportunities within a site such as the provision of the contrasts of open 
and enclosed spaces and high and low levels (Moore et al, 1992). 
 
Moving parts 
7KHDVVHUWLRQWKDWµFKLOGUHQRIDOODJHVDOORYHUWKHZRUOGDUHKDSSLHVWZKHQWKH\FDQ
PRYHWKLQJVDURXQGWRWKHLURZQOLNLQJ¶made by Lady Allen of Hurtwood (1968) has been 
repeatedly confirmed by various authors.  The use of what has become known as µORRVH
SDUWV¶ (Nicholson, 1971) may involve imaginative play such as the child who fiddles with 
things picked up from the ground (Moore and Wong, 1997).  It may also involve the use of 
larger pieces such as sections of logs, or sand, or mud or water.  The theory of loose parts 
suggests that the level of creativity, inventiveness and discovery in play relate to the 
number and type of variables in any space (Nicholson, 1971).  Thus it clearly follows that 
playgrounds which have loose parts in them will provide more opportunities for creative and 
imaginative play than those without loose parts. 
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Play equipment 
2YHUWKLUW\\HDUVDJR%HQJWVVRQGHFODUHGWKDWµWRRPXFKPRQH\DQGXQLQIRUPHG
WKRXJKWLVRIWHQVSHQWRQIL[HGSOD\DSSDUDWXV¶DQGWKDWVXFKHTXLSPHQWµKRZHYHU
LQJHQLRXVLWPD\EHLWDORQHGRHVQRWPDNHDSOD\JURXQG¶  Yet fixed equipment can have 
benefits for and support play.  Traditional types of play equipment have been identified as 
supporting physical and social development to some extent but not cognitive and emotional 
development (Metin, 2003).  A fuller exploration of the benefits of play equipment and 
playgrounds has been provided as a result of years of research (Frost et al. 2004).  For 
example swinging benefits physical, social and emotional cognitive and sensory 
development, while climbing on fixed equipment has been identified to aid developmental 
progression including hand and feet patterns and visual focus. 
 
Earth elements: earth, air, fire and water 
Contact and playing with the elements of earth, air, fire and water is a great attraction for 
children but can also bring a degree of risk with it (Hendricks, 2002).  The experience of 
playing with these elements and learning to deal with the more risky aspects of some of 
them should be seen as part of the process of growing up.  If a child does not learn that fire 
is hot then it will not have the level of respect for it which it deserves.  Yet fire tends to be 
ignored ZLWKUHVSHFWWRFKLOGUHQ¶VSOD\H[FHSWSHUKDSVZLthin the context of scouting or 
camping.  IWKDVEHHQVXJJHVWHGWKDWµVRPHZKHUHFKLOGUHQVKRXOGOHDUQDERXWILUH¶ 
(Bengtsson, 1974) and that the ideal place for such learning is an adventure playground.  
Others consider that fire cannot exist in unsupervised spaces for young children (Hendricks, 
2002) but that it is possible to provide a feature such as a circle of stones where fire can be 
made under supervision at an event such as a holiday scheme or an organised bar-be-que.  
Water is loved for play by children because it moves and they can move it.  It has been 
GHVFULEHGDVµRQHRIWKHMR\VRIFKLOGKRRGLWVHQGOHVVSRVVLELOLWLHVIRUSOD\VKRXOGEHIXOO\
H[SORLWHG¶/DG\$OOHQRI+XUWZRRG, p37).  It also accompanies sand very well ± the 
two materials combining to make something special. 
 
Elements outside the control of a designer or manager of playgrounds 
The weather is obviously something which is outside the control of any landscape architect 
but it is worthy of mention here because of the constraining attitude that some people have 
to weather.  In addition exposure to weather can immediately provide children with 
exposure to two of the earth elements mentioned above ± water and air.  However, playing 
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out in different weathers means that children learn about the elements such as wind and 
rain ± or air and water - and these can be linked in with an educational theme of plant 
growth, among other topics.  Perhaps the most exciting of weathers is that of snow.  The 
city becomes a quieter, calmer place, less dominated by cars and other vehicles.  An 
increased level of walking becomes the norm and travelling on sledges becomes 
DFFHSWDEOH6QRZDOORZVDFKLOGWRµEHFRPHORUGRIWKHFLW\¶ (Lederman, 1968) but the 
DELOLW\WRµFROOHFWIURPLPPRELOLVHGYHKLFOHVWKLVJift of snow from the skies is sadly short-
lived.  What the child needs is something more permanent ± if less abundant ± than snow: 
something quite unlike snow,¶2UDV/HGHUPDQFRQWLQXHVµsomething intended for 
the child and discovered by him as hLVRZQ«« something which the child adapts in its 
own way to its imaginative life; something elementary, which is placed where there is room 
for it, to attract the child from darkness and danger LQWROLJKWDQGJUHDWHUVDIHW\¶ 
(Ledermann, 1968: p 39-40).  So perhaps one of the indicators of a well designed and 
managed playground is whether it provides something with malleable characteristics of 
snow EXWµVRPHWKLQJPRUHSHUPDQHQW¶ 
 
Public open spaces for play: what of the future in England? 
It can be argued that although academic interest adds to scholarly knowledge this is only of 
UHOHYDQFHIRUFKLOGUHQ¶VOLYHVLIWKHOHVVRQVOHDUQHGIURPVXFKNQRZOHGJHDUHWUDQVIHUUHG
into policy and acted upon in practice for the betterment of childUHQ¶VOLYHV7KHUHH[LVt in 
England a series of policies which if fully implemented could influence the manner in which 
children use and play in public open spaces (Woolley, 2006).  But what can be done to 
PRYHWKHVW\OHRIµSOD\JURXQGV¶DZD\IURP a KFC approach to something which is more 
challenging, creative, innovative and informed by the knowledge which exists about design 
themes, concepts and elements within the academic world?  If such a change could be 
brought about the result might be public open spaces ± and specifically µSOD\JURXQGV- 
ZKLFKDOORZIRUµPRYLQJFKLOGUHQUDWKHUWKDQPRYLQJHTXLSPHQW¶$DURQ or what Gill 
FDOOVµSOD\IXOVSDFHV¶2UWKLVPLJKWresult in a very radical approach that parks ± 
one of the major public open spaces in our urban environments ± µGRQRWQHHGSOD\JURXQGV
EHFDXVHWKH\KDYHHQRXJKODQGVFDSHHOHPHQWVWKHPVHOYHVIRUFKLOGUHQ¶VSOD\WKXV
allowing for playgrounds to be developed in, other smaller spaces throughout the 
community, ZKLFKDUHFXUUHQWO\GHSULYHGRISOD\SRWHQWLDO¶ (Aaron, 1965). 
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There appears to be a series of barriers which are preventing this transition away from the 
type of playgrounds which have been provided for so long.  Some of these barriers are 
currently under investigation in the above mentioned Knowledge Transfer Partnership 
project.  However there is no doubt that one of the barriers at a national level has been 
related to policy and this is where a change has started to take place.  This shift in policy is 
accompanied by a significant opportunity in England to develop new play opportunities for 
children and young people due to the £155 million allocated for this purpose by the BIG 
Lottery Fund.  This ring fencing of lottery money comes after years of campaigning, 
research and policy development which has been led, at the national level, by the National 
&KLOGUHQ¶V%XUHDXDQGWKH&KLOGUHQ¶V3OD\&RXQFLO  This has resulted in the gathering 
together of various pieces of literature to make them more accessible to both policy makers 
and practitioners (see e.g. Cole-+DPLOWRQHWDO&KLOGUHQ¶V3OD\&RXQFLO'&06
2003).  The main driver for decisions on how this lottery money should be spent are 
outlined in Getting Serious About Play (DCMS, 2002), which defines play and play provision 
before going on to discuss a range of issues related to the value of play and provision of 
play opportunities.  Not all of this money will be spent on the provision of play spaces in 
public open spaces, some of it will provide for internal activities and some for staff to 
support play activities.  Play England, which is supported by the Big Lottery Fund, are 
producing a document called Design for Play, which it is hoped will help take the design for 
play in public open spaces for children in a different direction.  In addition a guide for 
SUDFWLWLRQHUVLVEHLQJGHYHORSHGWRFRPSOHPHQWWKH3OD\6DIHW\)RUXP¶VVWDWHPHQWDERXW
safety and play (Play Safety Forum, 2000).  More recently the government has announced 
a 10 yeDU&KLOGUHQ¶V3ODQ'&6), 2007) which includes commitments to publish a (national) 
play strategy in 2008, create 30 new adventure playgrounds in deprived areas and offer 
capital funding to local authorities to allow up to 3,500 playgrounds to be renewed or rebuilt 
in an inclusive manner. 
 
While these policy developments have been taking place at the national level there has 
been an increasing number of conferences in England about play in natural environments 
and the development of knowledge transfer activities with play equipment companies to try 
to assist in the culture change which is needed in the design of play spaces.  Organisations 
such as London Play, Devon Play and Groundwork are promoting a different style of play 
spaces and ROSPA are keen to see challenging play spaces provided.  CABE Space and 
Play England have also provided support to local authorities in the development of play 
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strategies, and proposals to the BIG lottery play fund.  So there is a possibility that design 
for play in public open spaces in England might change.  The final conclusion might be 
µZDWFKWKLVVSDFH¶DQGOHW¶VVHHZKDWGRHVKDSSHQGXULQJWKHQH[WWHQ\HDUV 
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